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ABSTRACT 
This study reports on an intervention program designed to facilitate transition to school of a 
whole community of Indigenous Australian children who had previously not been attending. 
The children were from families displaced from their traditional lands and experienced on-
going social marginalisation and transience. A social capital framework was employed to 
track change in the children’s social inclusion and family-school engagement for two years, 
from school entry. Sociometric measurement and interview techniques were applied to assess 
the children’s social connectedness and peer relationship quality. Using these data, analyses 
examined whether bonding within the group supported or inhibited formation of new social 
relationships. Although transience disrupted attendance, there was a group trend towards 
increased social inclusion with some evidence that group bonds supported bridging to new 
social relationships. Change in family-school engagement was tracked using multi-informant 
interviews. Limited engagement between school and families presented an on-going 
challenge to sustained educational engagement.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    From Bonding to Bridging 
 
3 
 
  
Engagement with education is a potent predictor of lifetime productivity and well-
being (Heckman, 2006; Reynolds, Rolnick, Englund, & Temple, 2010). Key indices of 
educational engagement, attendance and longevity of school career, have consistently been 
reported to make a significant contribution to an individual’s material well-being, health and 
social inclusion in adulthood. Conversely, those who have more limited access to educational 
opportunities are more likely to face poverty, poor physical and emotional well-being and 
social exclusion in their adult years (Low, Low, Baumler, & Huynh, 2005; Reynolds, et al., 
2010; Schweinhart, 2004). In Australia, this effect is starkly evidenced by the gap in 
educational attainments, health and social outcomes between Indigenous1 and non-Indigenous 
Australians.  
Available figures indicate that uptake of early education is lower for Indigenous 
Australians (Biddle, 2007; Hutchins, Martin, Saggers, & Sims, 2007; Sheppard & Walker, 
2008), while the high school (Year 12) completion rate is almost half that of non-Indigenous 
Australians (47 per cent compared with 79 per cent) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010). 
Absenteeism, particularly unexplained absenteeism, is higher in the compulsory years of 
schooling with the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students increasing markedly 
in the secondary school years (Purdie & Buckley, 2010). Alongside, life-expectancy for 
Indigenous Australians is reported as approximately 10 years less than that for non-
Indigenous Australians, with deaths in the first years of life three times higher (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2010). The poorer rates of school attendance and higher rates of “drop-
out” have been seen as a major contributing factor in the social marginalization of many 
Indigenous Australians and, therefore, a primary focus for intervention (Council of Australian 
                                                            
1 There is not one cultural model that fits all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. In 
the current paper, for brevity, the term Indigenous is used to refer to the diverse groups of 
people who identify as Australian Aborigine and/or Torres Strait Islander, but we 
acknowledge their distinct cultures. 
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Governments, 2008; Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission, 1997; Kronemann, 
2007). 
While there is no shortage of data defining the gap between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians in educational participation (Biddle, 2007; Hutchins, et al., 2007; 
Scougall et al., 2008), and the concomitant health and social outcomes (e.g. Johnston, Lea, & 
Carapetis, 2009), there is relatively little empirical data that tracks the effects of intervention 
programs designed to improve access and uptake of education, and still fewer documenting 
underlying processes that might sustain educational engagement and explain program 
effectiveness. The current study evaluates a Government funded education intervention 
program designed to support transition to school and promote engagement in education of a 
community of marginalised Indigenous children and their families in a remote town in 
Queensland, Australia. The targeted community, were socially disadvantaged, experienced 
cultural displacement and were highly transient, frequently moving between a range of 
Indigenous communities across North Eastern Australia. Prior to the intervention children in 
this community had not been accessing schooling even though many had already passed the 
age of compulsory school attendance. The intervention took a whole community of children, 
of mixed ages, to school and aimed to capitalise on the strength of the children’s bonds to 
each other in promoting school attendance. 
The evaluation was framed within the literature on social capital formation. In taking 
this approach, the evaluation assessed two key processes identified by social capital theory 
when applied in the field of education: children’s social relationships (Morrow, 2001; 
Mangino, 2009) and parent engagement (Coleman, 1988). The nature and strength of the 
children’s social relationships within the school community were  measured using an 
adaptation of sociometric techniques to examine the underlying processes of social inclusion 
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across two years from the point of school entry. Parent engagement was assessed across this 
same time period through interviews with parents, school staff and support workers.  
 
Social Capital and Education 
  Psychological, sociological, economic and educational theorisation has for many 
years examined the relationship between education and social equity. There is currently a 
resurgence of interest framed around the economic construct of human capital formation with 
particular focus on educational experiences in the early years of life (Cunha, Heckman, 
Lochner, & Masterov, 2005; Heckman, 2006; Reynolds, et al., 2010). A growing body of 
evidence, based on neuroscience (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2007; 
Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000) and derived from longitudinal studies, indicates that investment in 
early education serves to promote the acquisition of knowledge and skills and, thereby, 
increase long-term individual economic productivity (human capital formation) (Cunha, 
Heckman, Lochner, & Masterov, 2006; Heckman, 2006; Reynolds, et al., 2010). Alongside, 
there has been a growing interest in factors that support human capital formation. Key among 
these is social capital; the social connections and value systems held by children, families and 
broader communities.  
Coleman (1988) in a seminal paper on the role of social capital in the formation of 
human capital argued that families and communities play a significant role in supporting 
children’s engagement in education. He identified two key mechanisms by which social 
capital relates to human capital. First, social relationships provide direct support. Coleman’s 
focus was on parent relationships. He suggested that social capital is enacted through 
interactions with the child such as ensuring school attendance or assisting with homework 
and also through parent communications with the school. Second, he proposed that closure in 
the connections between families and children in the school community yields social norms 
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that promote a culture of education. Coleman argued that when normative values place 
emphasis on educational achievement, higher levels of engagement in education will be 
evidenced and higher levels of human capital formation achieved.  
 
Social capital and social relationships 
Social capital theory asserts that social relationships may serve as a mechanism for 
social advancement (Coleman, 1988). The value of social connections in facilitating 
educational engagement relate to the type and strength of these connections. Social 
connections serve two functions. The first is the provision of protection and security. This 
form, termed bonding capital (Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 1983), describes the degree of 
connectedness and trust within a social identity group and  is conceptually aligned with the 
psychological construct of attachment: a source of security and safety (Ainsworth, 1989; 
Crittenden, 2008). The second is associated with individual social advancement and access to 
new social norms. This form, termed, bridging capital (Putnam, 2000), refers to 
connectedness and mutual trust across social identity groups. Bridging capital has been of 
particular theoretical interest and a focus for policy because it provides a mechanism for 
addressing the equity gap by promoting educational engagement through social 
connectedness (Coleman, 1990; Council of Australian Governments, 2008).    
There has been debate in the social capital literature concerning the ways in which 
bonding and bridging capital relate. Granovetter (1983), in his paper, The strength of weak 
ties, for example, has argued that strong bonds within a social group may limit bridging and 
social advancement. Current empirical testing of this theory in educational contexts has 
focused on adolescent relationships and peer group membership. These studies have provided 
empirical support for Granovetter’s proposals. Close ties have been found to be counter-
productive when peer group norms do not promote educational engagement while weak 
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bonds to such peer groups allow bridging to educationally engaged groups and facilitates 
social advancement (Mangino, 2009). In contrast, however, attachment theory frames secure 
bonds as positive and depicts strong ties as a secure identity base and a springboard for 
confident advancement (Ainsworth, 1989, Crittenden, 2008).  Aligning with this latter 
proposal, in Australian Indigenous education a focus on positive Aboriginal identity and 
expectations, has been advocated and demonstrated to improve school attendance rates and 
academic outcomes (Sarra, 2011).  In the current study, we examine these alternate proposals 
(bonding as limiting versus bonding as a springboard for educational engagement) by 
tracking the development of new social relationships of children who share close bonds as 
they transition into school as a group. The study focused on the children’s relationship with 
each other, classmates and peers in the broader school community. A key research question 
addressed was whether there was change across time from bonding (protective) to bridging 
(socially and educationally advancing) capital. Of particular interest was the influence of pre-
existing bonds between the children. We asked whether they served as a secure base that 
supported bridging beyond their own group, or, conversely, whether close bonds served as a 
barrier to new social connections. To this end, the social engagement of children in the 
intervention program was examined through analysis of the number, reciprocity, strength and 
cultural identities of their peer relationships across time. 
 
Social capital and the culture of education 
Social capital theory also encapsulates social value systems. Coleman (1988) asserts 
that when there is a social culture of education “children are more likely to hit the books than 
hit each other”. His analysis of high school drop-out in a study of 893 schools in the United 
States demonstrated significant effects of parent engagement within different school 
communities. Notably, church schools, that were characterised by high connectedness and 
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shared value systems between parents, had substantially lower rates of drop-out (3.7%) 
compared with public schools (14.4%) in which there was not such evident connectedness. 
Coleman concludes that strong families and strong communities are protection against school 
drop-out. Further, he proposed that when social capital is not provided through the informal 
connections of social relationships, policy intervention to improve strength of community and 
support families in educational engagement is necessitated. In the example provided by the 
intervention tracked in this study, the families were culturally, socially and economically 
marginalised and alienated from the culture of education. 
There are a number of cultural and historical experiences that underlie the 
disconnection from education of the Indigenous families who participated in this study.  All 
had a history of dislocation and a number were experiencing the inter-generational effects of 
social exclusion including a prior history of forcible removal of children from families, loss 
of  traditional culture, loss of traditional language and loss of  traditional homelands 
(Bamblett &Lewis, 2006; Hutchins, Martin, Saggers & Sims, 2007; Zubrick et al., 2005). 
Additionally, there were many current social complexities within the community including 
chronic unemployment, substance misuse and conflicted family relationships. The parent 
group had poor educational track records; most had ceased education soon after the transition 
to secondary school (Bell-Booth, Staton, & Thorpe, 2012). Experience of homelessness was 
common to all the families and was the reason for being housed in the focus community. 
High levels of geographic mobility and instability were also common. A considerable body of 
evidence suggests that such circumstances are associated with poor educational engagement 
and achievement (Ministerial Council for Education Early Childhood Development and 
Youth Affairs (MCEEDYA) 2006; Steering Committee for the Review of Government 
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Service Provision (SCRGSP) 2009;  Kainz, Carson, & Carson, 2012). These circumstances 
limited parent’s trust and confidence in establishing relationships with school specifically and 
the culture of education more broadly (Bell-Booth, Staton, & Thorpe, 2012).   
In the intervention reported here, parent engagement in the culture of education was 
viewed as essential for sustaining attendance. Therefore, in the evaluation, alongside the 
tracking of children’s social relationships, the study examined the engagement of parents in 
their children’s education through interviews with parents, school staff and support workers. 
The analysis examined change across the program in behaviour, relationship and engagement 
and focused on the levels of confidence, trust and communication between home and school. 
We asked whether the intervention supported engagement between families and school. 
 
METHOD 
The study was designed to evaluate an intervention program that provided functional 
and social-emotional support to facilitate school attendance of children from a marginalised 
community. Deriving from a social capital framework the study assessed both the change in 
children’s social relationships from school entry across two years and, in the same time 
period, change in family-school communication and family engagement in the culture of 
education. The complexity of this highly marginalised group dictated that the study be 
primarily a qualitative study using descriptive statistics and text data.  A summary of the 
linkage between research questionss, research methods and research outcomes are presented 
in Figure 1.   
 
Intervention program   
This study was embedded within an evaluation of a Government funded program, 
Communities for Children (CfC), and examined the impact of an intervention designed to 
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support school attendance of a complete community of children, who had not previously been 
attending. The intervention provided material needs (washing facilities, food, school 
uniforms) and transport, social support and advocacy (Bell-Booth, Staton, & Thorpe, 2012). 
The children attended one school, but because they were of different ages at entry, were 
distributed across different grades and classrooms. CfC staff worked with parents to 
encourage involvement and offered transportation and social support to facilitate engagement 
with the school.  
 
Sample 
Intervention group: The study was of a total community of Indigenous children (n=14-29 
across the study period) living in a remote town in Queensland on designated Indigenous 
land. Their families were not traditional owners of the land, but almost entirely culturally 
displaced immigrants from other Indigenous communities. They experienced extreme levels 
of socio-economic disadvantage and were socially marginalised not only from the non-
Indigenous population but also from the Indigenous population who were integrated residents 
of the town. The families had high levels of geographic mobility associated with cultural 
patterns and homelessness. The community accommodation comprised ten houses each 
accommodating complex kinship groups including cousins, aunts, uncles, half –siblings and 
more distant kin. The children were within the care of multiple adult relatives and some, but 
not all of the participating children, were full biological siblings. 
The children were aged 4-12 years at the commencement of this study and had not been 
attending school. Reflecting high levels of geographical mobility, both in and out of the 
community, during the two years of this study the number of children within the program 
varied. A core of six children was present in the community throughout the data collection 
with others leaving and entering the program on repeated occasions. Aligning with this 
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pattern of transience, school attendance across the two year evaluation period fluctuated with 
an average of 67% of full school days attended for the group and 33% of days comprising 
unexplained absence. Individual differences range from 30-90% attendance. 
Schoolmates: Children who attended the same school and classes formed comparison groups 
against which quantity and quality of social connectedness were assessed. These comprised 
Indigenous (n=42) and non-Indigenous (n=90) children. Children in the Indigenous 
comparison group were all living within the integrated town community.  
Family members:  Seven family members agreed to participate in interviews. These were five 
mothers, one father and one grandmother.  
School Staff:  Data were obtained from staff at the receiving school. A total of 11 staff 
members were interviewed, most on repeated occasions. These comprised eight teachers, two 
Principals and one Indigenous education worker.   
CfC staff: Data were obtained from six staff participating in the intervention program. These 
included Indigenous and non-Indigenous support workers, social workers, the program 
director and the head of the administering social agency. 
 
Measures  
Social connectedness: A range of social connectedness measures were obtained using a 
modification of the ‘The Bus Story’ sociometric procedure (Perren & Alsaker, 2006; Thorpe, 
Staton, Morgan, Danby, & Tayler, 2010). ‘The Bus Story’ was implemented to derive an 
understanding of the quality and quantity of children’s social relationships at school from the 
child’s perspective. The Bus Story procedure utilizes the concept of “going on an adventure”. 
Using a whole class circle time a researcher facilitated the children’s creation of an adventure 
they would like to take by travelling on an “adventure bus”. Each child then nominated up to 
three friends (not restricted to the classroom) to take with them by drawing them in the 
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windows of a profroma “adventure bus” picture. The nominations generated two quantitative 
measures of social network:  
1) Number of nominations by classmates - a measure of popularity  
2)  Number of reciprocated nominations - a measure of friendship  
 
Using the bus story diagram as a stimulus each child was interviewed individually about the 
reasons for their selections and, using the coding framework of  Thorpe (2010), the quality of 
these explanations was coded. Coding was based on evidence of endurance, emotional 
affiliation and reciprocation; all positive qualities of friendship identified in peer relationship 
literature (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987). There were five categories of friendship quality 
graded from lowest: Immediate (e.g. “we played today”) and Personal (“she is pretty”), 
through highest History (“we have known each other since we were little”), Reciprocation 
(‘we trust each other”), and Best friend (e.g. “she is my special friend”). Inter-rater reliability 
analyses of these categories applying weighted kappas (Thorpe, et al., 2010)  yielded 
satisfactory agreement: Immediate r=.69, Physical r=.90, Personal r=.83, History r=1.0, Best 
friend r=.96. Using these codings a third ordinal measure focused on quality of relationship, 
Highest Quality Reason, was derived. This was the highest level explanation given by the 
child for any of the three friendship nominations.  
Social Capital: Following the procedure previously used by Thorpe and colleagues (Thorpe 
et al 2010) bonding and bridging social capital were assessed by analysing sociometric data 
to assess the relationships within and  between children in the three identity groups: 
Intervention group,  Indigenous classmates and non-Indigenous classmates.  
1) Social Bonding was indicated in two ways. Through stability or increase in the number of 
children from within the intervention group who were nominated by the children in the 
intervention group and through reciprocal nominations and higher quality of explanation 
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for nomination within the intervention group.  
2) Social Bridging was indicated by change across time in three ways:  An increase in the 
number of children from outside the intervention group who were nominated by the 
children in the intervention group; an increase in the number of friendship nominations 
received by children in the intervention group from children outside this group, and an 
increase in reciprocated nominations and higher level reasons for nominations from 
outside the intervention group.  
Engagement between families and school:  Semi-structured interviews were employed to ask 
family members, school staff and CfC staff about family-school engagement and value 
systems concerning education.  The interviews asked about aspirations for the children’s 
educational attainment, acquisition of academic and social skills, social inclusion and 
communication and engagement between families and school. Narratives were transcribed 
verbatim. A total corpus of 40 interviews, from repeated visits was generated across the two 
year evaluation period.  
Procedure 
Consent: Informed consent for Indigenous participants was obtained under the guidelines of 
the Australian National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC, 2003) protocols for 
working with Indigenous Australians. The research was conducted in consultation with the 
Indigenous community and an Indigenous worker was employed to explain the study, answer 
questions and obtained informed consents from participants. Verbal assent was also obtained 
from all children prior to commencement of direct data collections. School staff and parents 
of classmates were provided with study information through written consent packages 
approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the affiliated university (approval 
number 0700000950) and provided written consent through a standardised consent proforma 
provided in the consent packages. 
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Data collections: Researchers collected sociometric data and interviewed each child about the 
reasons for their friendship nominations in school classrooms. Accounts of the children’s 
attendance, social adjustment, social inclusion and academic attainments were provided by 
teachers and CfC staff.  Interviews were conducted in the school, to obtain data from school 
staff. Parents and CfC staff provided data on educational engagement through interviews 
conducted in the Indigenous community centre or home. 
 
Evaluation design and analytic strategy 
Social capital proposes two mechanisms that that connect social engagement and educational  
engagement: sharing of  social networks and sharing ( closure) of positive value systems 
(Coleman, 1988). In this study both mechanisms were examined.  First, children’s social 
connectedness was examined.  The analyses assessed how bonding within group related to 
bridging across group by mapping and comparing change in the social relationships of the 
children in the intervention group with  those of  Indigenous and non-Indigenous classmates. 
These analyses were restricted to summary descriptive statistics because the sample was 
small and varied at each data collection due to the ongoing family mobility. Changes in mean 
number of nominations by identity group were examined for those  children (n=6) who 
remained in the study across the two years. Second, family connectedness to the school and 
growth of shared culture of education were examined. The study utilised interview data. from 
parents, school and CfC staff. The analysis examined interview transcripts for evidence of 
increased family-school connectedness and engagement with the culture of education. Data 
were analysed using an inductive approach to identify emergent themes (Smith & Osborn, 
2008; Braun & Clarke, 2006). From the corpus of interviews four themes regarding change 
were identified: behavioural change, relational change attitudinal change and on-going 
sustainability of school engagement.  
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RESULTS 
Results are presented for each of the two components of social capital evaluated: social 
relationships and closure in value systems. 
Social relationships: Children’s Bonding and Bridging Capital 
Results for first year of measurement are presented in Figure 2 and for the second year in 
Figure 3. 
Year 1: The findings for the first year suggest the children had strong bonds with each other. 
While they had an equivalent number of friendships to those of classmates these were 
confined to children living within their own community. Assessments of the quality of 
friendship in the first year indicated that the children in the intervention group gave more 
enduring and emotionally affiliated (higher quality) reasons for their friendships than 
classmates in either of the two comparison identity groups. Many of the reasons given for 
their nominations centred on shared history and communal living (e.g.“We always sit on the 
school bus together”), familiarity (e.g.“She always comes over to my place to play”) and also 
included reasons that appeared to be based on safety (e.g.“We sleep together”). Indigenous 
children from outside the intervention community gave substantially less enduring and 
emotionally affiliated reasons for friendship than all other group. The combined set of 
findings suggests that, in the first year, the children had strong bonding capital but were 
socially excluded from others in the school community.  
Year 2: In the second year evidence from friendship nominations suggested change 
towards greater social inclusion. The children’s social networks were no longer restricted to 
members of their own community but included nominations to and from classmates outside 
their community, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous. The quality of their new relationships 
were not as strong and were more likely to be based on day to day connectedness (e.g. “We 
play together”) or personal qualities (e.g. “She’s funny”) than shared history or deep 
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emotional connectedness. Though retaining bonding capital with children from within their 
own community the emergence of bridging capital was evident. 
Social Closure: Home-school engagement and shared values  
Behavioural change: Key indices of behavioural change were the children’s attendance and 
social behaviour. At commencement of the program no child had attended school. Data from 
school records document an average attendance at the end of two years of 67%. Interviews 
with school staff indicate that they attributed this success to the CfC program:  
The kids wouldn’t be here if the program wasn’t there. They’re only down the road, and 
we’ve got kids who walk and ride a lot further… (Teacher, Study Year 2) 
Accounts from CfC staff indicate that the number of children attending school in the cohort 
increased across the two year period: 
I’ve seen improvement in (the children) since I have started here (Year 1). We only had 
six going to school and now we are up to about 24-26.  
(Indigenous support worker, Year 2) 
The reports from school staff indicated that by the second year the children’s social behaviour 
had adapted:  
I find these (community) kids fit pretty well these days, but they’ve been here a year now. 
(Teacher, Study Year 2) 
Relational Change:  Key indices of relational change were the children’s relationships with 
the other children. Teacher accounts indicate that after the first year the children’s adaptation 
to the social expectations of school assisted their relationships with schoolmates: 
When they made ‘social gaffs’ because they didn’t understand what they were 
supposed to be doing they would get ostracised… (Teacher, Study Year 1) 
 
You know down there (community) their play is obviously…very different. It’s 
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what they play and it’s a lot more, it’s what they witness down there as well – 
fighting among families…They see hitting as play so they were sort of stuck with 
their group to start with...My kids wouldn’t go near them.  
(Teacher, Study Year 1) 
At the start it was just their close knit (friends)- play with those children from 
[community] and now they’re really spreading out. They’ll still be close friends 
with those from [community] as well and they’re really mixing… (Teacher, 
Study Year 2) 
Attitudinal Change:  Key indices of attitudinal change were children’s acceptance and sense 
of belonging in the school and the teacher’s attitudes toward the children. Reports from 
teachers indicate that across the two years, the children from intervention group enjoyed 
attending school, and have a sense of belonging in the school environment: 
They [children] love coming to school. Every day they come running down smiling on 
their faces so I think that they really do like it and [child’s name] may come in late, 
she said sorry they [CfC] were late picking me up, so that’s not often… 
(Teacher, Study Year 2) 
Parents similarly observed that their children enjoy attending school: 
Yes, they [children] love school… (Parent, – mother of 3 children) 
Sustaining educational engagement: Because at any time Government funding for 
intervention programs can cease, a concern is to effect change that will self-sustain across 
time.  Following Coleman’s (1988) theorization a key indicator of on-going sustainability of 
school attendance adopted in this study was evidence of home-school connectedness and 
valuing of formal education. Analyses examined transcripts for evidence of change in these 
respects.  
While parents reported that they were happy with the CfC program taking their children to 
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school, they expressed reticence about going to the school themselves: 
I like it [CfC program], they’re [CfC staff] real good down there for these children, 
you know… like when they’ve got no breakfast and nothing. They’ve got everything 
there and they look after the children real well…instead of our children walking to 
school without a turn off track. I’m glad they’ve got the bus … (Parent, Study Year 1) 
I would go (to school) if I go with someone from here [CfC] (Parent, Study Year 2) 
Teacher views concerning their relationships with parents evidenced some change but 
there was considerable variability. Teachers’ reported interaction between home and school 
as an ongoing challenge. Among some teachers there was evidence of negativity towards the 
parents for this reason: 
The downfall is really working through the (CfC) staff not the parents - no contact 
with any of the parents. It’s always related through them (CfC staff). If there’s an 
issue the parents never come up so that’s my let-down with them, the parents down 
there. I talk to CfC staff not the parents you never get to talk to the parents. If it is 
[CfC staff member A], or [CfC staff member B] or [CfC staff member C] whether they 
pass the letters on to families we don’t know. You can never get hold of the parents... 
(Teacher, Study Year 1) 
I still don’t get to see a lot of parent support and I know [CfC worker] and [CfC 
worker] have been pushing to try and get the parents more involved…. I think it is 
someone getting them out of bed and ready in the morning [is the] problem… 
(Teacher, Study Year 2) 
Other teachers while acknowledging the limited interaction between home and school, 
understood the difficulties some parent’s experienced in engaging with the unfamiliar 
environment of school and valued the CfC workers role in bridging this gap:  
I’ll be totally honest; I don’t see the families of most of these children. I met [child’s 
    From Bonding to Bridging 
 
19 
 
name] mum once when she brought her to school just before the holidays. Shook her 
hand, invited her in to the classroom. She just shook her head and stood outside. 
Which I understand. It’s not a setting that she’s probably really comfortable with. 
Other children who I’ve taught for two and three years now, I’ve never met their 
families. So from a teachers’ perspective my point of contact is [CfC worker] …and 
again from my perspective she’s kind of like the family contact that I go to. (Teacher, 
Study Year 2) 
Parent reports suggested that they felt alienated from the culture of the school. Some 
parents indicated that their communications with the school were exclusively reactive and 
focused on their child’s misconduct: 
Researcher: do you go to school 
Parent: Not really [go to children’s school], only if they play up (Parent of 2 children) 
Others, though desiring contact, felt that school was a foreign culture and expressed a sense 
of fear about making contact: 
Researcher: do you go to school  
Parent: No. Never went there [children’s school]...... 
Researcher Why 
Parent:  Shame, shame. (Parent-  mother of 3 children) 
The CfC staff recognized that to sustain school engagement depended on direct connection 
between home and school and were challenged by balancing support of the children and  
responding to parent resistance or inability connect with the school: 
..., the primary goal is to get the parents involved but it is being prepared to do whatever 
when they are not involved. And it is a real.. it is a real fine line, well do you sort of say, the 
parents aren’t involved so therefore we won’t do anything. It is really, really hard. (CfC 
Project worker, Study Year 2).  
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DISCUSSION 
Social capital has been hypothesised as a significant mechanism that underpins school 
attendance and educational engagement (Coleman, 1988). In the context of  social policy the 
building of child and family connectedness to school and the engagement of marginalised 
families in the culture of education has been proposed as a means of redressing intractable 
social inequities. Circumstances in which there is poor social capital, social exclusion and 
alienation from educational engagement require policy intervention programs to strengthen 
educational and social inclusion both of children and their families (Cunha, Heckman, 
Lochner, & Masterov, 2006; Heckman, 2006; Reynolds, et al., 2010). 
The current study employed a social capital framework to evaluate a Government 
funded intervention program that aimed to increase educational engagement of a socially and 
economically marginalised community of young Indigenous children who had not previously 
been attending.  The children’s parents, who had disrupted histories of formal education and 
highly complex lives, were reticent to engage with school and disassociated from the culture 
of education. The study assessed both child and family social capital formation across two 
years, from school entry, as the entire community of children transitioned to school together. 
The first focus was on the change in children’s social connectedness (bridging social capital) 
and asked whether the close bonds between the children (bonding social capital) presented a 
secure base from which to connect to others or, alternatively, restricted bridging to a broader 
social group. The second focus was the connectedness of families with the school and their 
engagement with their children’s education. Social capital theory asserts parent 
connectedness with the school community is mechanism that underpins regular and sustained 
school attendance. 
Methodological approach 
The evaluation of the program presented huge challenges for systematic research.  
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Because the intervention targeted families who were highly mobile with extremely complex 
lives the sample size varied across the evaluation and the methods of assessment were 
restricted by access to families, low literacy and families’ willingness and ability to speak 
with the research team. The complex circumstance precluded quantitative methods and 
directed reliance on interview methods.  The children, though young, presented the best 
opportunity for systematic evaluation and the use of sociometric methods with interview 
supplement was an innovation that served this purpose. 
 To date much research on social capital and educational engagement has focused on 
quantitative measurement of family circumstance (Caspi, Wright, Moffitt, & Silva, 1998; 
Vincent, 2009; Vincent & Ball, 2006; Vincent & Ball, 2007). Studies using child accounts of 
their experiences have primarily engaged adolescent samples (Morrow, 2001). Perhaps 
because of the difficulties of measurement there has been little attention on the younger child. 
The use of sociometric techniques alongside interviews in this study provided a viable 
method to assess the process of social capital formation with this group of primary school 
aged children.  As this was an extremely marginalised community our sample was small and 
limited analyses to descriptive statistics and qualitative accounts. However, the data provides 
important systematic measurement of the process underlying an educational intervention, 
social capital formation. Detailed micro-level analyses of social connectedness was related to 
the broader macro-level theoretical perspectives on sustainable intervention for social equity 
(Granovetter, 1983). The use of this form of measurement in larger samples is viable 
(Thorpe, et al., 2010) and would allow statistical modelling of individual differences in rates 
of attendance and social skills to assess effects on on-going attendance, social and academic 
achievements.  
Given the complexities experienced by the population of parents, assessment of 
home-school engagement and values, relied entirely on multi-informant interviews and 
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qualitative analysis of change across the first two years of the intervention.  These methods, 
though limited, provided key emergent themes relating to change and understandings of the 
barriers to parent engagement. The findings direct attention to the need for broader social 
supports outside the transition to school program (Bell-Booth, Staton, & Thorpe, 2012) and 
provide key themes that might be employed in larger scale studies. 
Children’s Social Connectedness: Bonding and Bridging 
The findings indicate that by providing structural supports to facilitate school 
attendance the intervention program effected a gradual increase in connectedness to other 
social groups and a movement from bonding (protective) to bridging (advancing) social 
capital. At school entry the children in the intervention group had a strong bond with each 
other; however they did not integrate with other children in their class but instead preferred to 
play together. Their sense of belonging was to each other rather than the broader social 
community of the school. By the end of the second year of the intervention the number of 
relationships and reciprocated friendships with children outside their own community had 
increased, though the quality of bond between nominated friends was reduced.  
A notable finding is that the children in the intervention group had greater security of 
bonding than Indigenous children who were integrated residence within the town. This group 
had the lowest level of social connectedness. A key feature of the intervention program 
tracked by this study was that it took “a whole community to school” and aimed to capitalise 
on the strength of the bond between the children to assist their transition. Once secure in the 
school environment they were able to advance beyond their own group to connect with 
others. Within the theoretical literature there are two hypothesised mechanisms about the 
connection between bonding and bridging. In the sociological literature, on which this paper 
has been founded, weaker bonds are proposed to be associated with broader social 
connectedness. That is weak ties support bridging and strong ties prevent it (Granovetter, 
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1983). In contrast, attachment based theory suggest that close bonds form a secure base for 
exploration beyond the known group (Ainsworth, 1989, Crittenden, 2008). Our data are 
consistent with the later hypothesis. 
Though the sample size was not sufficient to allow statistical analyses and control for 
individual difference factors, the group trends suggest that marginalised children on entry to 
school do gradually adapt socially and become included within the broader social 
community. The target children in this study had numerous disadvantages on entering school 
including no prior access to early education and, for most, late timing of entry. As a result 
their social and academic skills were considerably poorer than those of their classmates. They 
also continued to have disruptions in their attendance patterns with mean unexplained 
absences for almost a third of school days. Theoretically, increased connectedness to school 
and to other social groups should result in reduction in unexplained absences and 
improvements in school achievements. Feeling a sense of belonging is an important incentive 
for school attendance and achievement while social exclusion is undoubtedly a barrier 
(Thorpe, Vromans, & Bell-Booth, 2011; Trudgett & Grace, 2011). 
Social Closure: Home-School Engagement and values 
   Coleman, (1988) identifies parent engagement as a key social capital mechanism in 
sustaining educational attendance and engagement. In the absence of parent support he 
advocates the need for intervention programs. Over the two years of the intervention program 
there was evidence that parents supported the CfC program and had a growing interest in 
their children’s attainments and engagement with education. However, with regard to parent 
engagement with the school, progress was limited and beset with frequent setbacks. Some 
families were resistant to engagement either because of their own poor experiences at school 
or because contacts with school related only to problems. The staff of both the school and 
CfC were starkly aware of the limited social capital within the adult community and of the 
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threat this posed to continued school engagement and the educational achievement of the 
community’s children. Home-school engagement remains the biggest challenge. 
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